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Chapter 4: Clothes 


It was Saturday. 

I was lazing around the living room, reading the 
newspaper. I didn't own a TV, so the newspaper was the 
only way I could keep up with current events. 

"'‘Man Arrested on Suspicion of Raping Middle School 
Girl’, huh..." 

This headline caught my eye as I skimmed through the 
articles, scratching my rear. 

It's not that I didn't understand the allure of young 
women, but I just never saw them in a sexual light. Until 
recently, I'd thought that was the norm. But seeing how 
frequent the articles about sexual assault being reported, I 
guess more men lusted after underaged girls than I 
expected. 

"I'd rather have an older woman." 

I grumbled to myself as I turned the page. 

"Sorry! Coming through!" 

Sayu made her way across the living room, hands full of 
laundry, and stepped over me as I lay on the floor. 

I didn't expect it, so I accidentally caught a brief look 


under Sayu's skirt. She was wearing light blue panties 


made of a thin material. They were a much more mature 
style than I'd expect, and the sight left me so flustered that 
I let out a few words in an effort to cover it up. 

"Hey! You just showed me your panties!" 

"I'm wearing a skirt. I can't help it." 

I casually cast my eyes Sayu's way to find that she was 
doing the housework in her usual schoolgirl uniform. 

“That reminds me. You're always wearing that school 
uniform." 

"It's all I have, but I wash it often so it's clean. 

“That doesn't make it any less weird for you to wear it 
around the house." 

I pulled myself up as I said this. 

I went over to my work bag, took my wallet out from its 
usual spot, and I look inside. Oh, I had more left than I 
thought. I nodded to myself and took out a 10,000 yen bill. 

“Here, go and buy something. You could get a full outfit 
at that Uniclothes store." 

"Uh, I shouldn't!" 

“You shouldn't be alright with showing me your panties 
everyday, either!" 

Sayu mumbled something to herself, then clapped her 
hands together as if she'd just come up with a great idea. 


“Come and pick out something with me!" 


"Ugh..." 
I grimaced at the thought. 
I imagined Sayu and myself lined up together to buy 


her clothes. 


"It'd look like I was your sugar daddy." 
“Haha, yeah! It would!" 


"Go clothes shopping on your own. I'll go pick up a 


futon for you in the meantime." 


Sayu's reaction to the word 'futon' is explosive. 

“Wah, it's fine! I'm happy to sleep on the carpet!" 
“You're gonna wake up sore sleeping like that." 

"Not at all!" 

Why was she so reluctant? 

I'd told her I'd buy her one. A simple 'thanks' would do. 
“You literally wake up every day going 'ow ow ow'." 
“Huh? No I don't!" 

"Yes, you do." 

Is she even conscious of it? 


"I feel bad sleeping in my own bed while I make a girl 


sleep on the floor." 


"But—" 


"It bothers me, so I'm buying it. I don't want your 


opinion." 


ag Go hers 


I mean, what kind of adult man would I be if I didn't 
have bedding for guests in the first place? 

I'd convinced myself that I didn't need any because I 
thought I'd always end up drinking through the night with 
other guys anyhow. And besides, if a woman ever came 
home with me, we'd be able to share my bed. 

"So that's that. Go and buy some new clothes today." 

"Got it." 

“The change is your allowance." 

"Huh?" 

Sayu looks bewildered yet again. 

"No, it's okay." 

“You've got no money, have you? You can't spend all day 
every day in this empty house with nothing to do for fun." 

"Just having a place to stay is enough for me." 

By the looks of things, it was just in her nature to shy 
away from accepting adult help. 

I wasn't sure just what kind of places she'd lived in up 
until this point, but I could tell that she'd been with people 
that had made her exercise restraint. 

I gave an instinctive sigh. 

"I'm telling you it's alright, so it's alright. If you don't 
use it, then just save it, okay?" 

"But I..." 


Seemingly unconvinced, Sayu averted her gaze to the 
floor. 

“You've treated me so nicely... I dunno how I to pay you 
back for all of this." 

These words sounded so simple and honest that for a 
moment, they left me speechless. 

This meant that she wasn't really exercising restraint. 
She was simply constantly thinking of how to she could 
return people's favors. And if she couldn't think of a way to 
do so, she wouldn't accept anything. That must have been 
it. 

I scratched my head and groaned. 

But she was just a kid. Why was she like this? 

I took my time in choosing the right words. What could 
I say to get through to her? 

"I'm a pretty busy guy, so I don't really have time to 
take care of the house." 

I choose my words slowly and deliberately as I get 
closer to the point. 

Sayu stared at me intently the whole time. 

"But now, you've been doing all of that for me. It's made 


my time at home the past week or so that much more 


comfortable... Isn't that not a good enough reason for me to 
give you this?" 

I met Sayu's gaze, and she quickly turned away, clearly 
distressed. 

And then, she muttered a few simple words. 

"If that's alright with you, Mr. Yoshida... Then I don't 
mind." 

"Of course it's alright with me." 

I nodded and stood up. 

I couldn't go out in these wrinkled bed clothes. I 
opened my tiny furnished closet and pulled out something 
to wear at random. 

"Mr. Yoshida." 

I had just yanked off my pajama top when I heard 
Sayu's voice behind me. 

"What is it?" 

I cast a glance in her direction. Her lips were tightly 
pursed. 

This immediately gave way to a quick, gentle smile. 

"Thanks." 

",..Yeah." 

I gave a little sniffle, then quickly tossed on a t-shirt. 

This was good enough. It'd do just fine. 


At least, that's what I assured myself inside my ahead. 


"Wow! It's so soft!" 

Sayu flopped around on top of the futon. 

She'd changed out of her uniform, and was now 
wearing a casual, gray sweatsuit. It seemed much more 
appropriate for indoor wear, and it looked much easier for 
her to relax in. 

“You're kicking up a bunch of dust, dumbass." 

I gently chided her with a half-smile, and she lifted up 
her face and looked toward me. 

“What dust? I clean the house everyday." 

",..Well, that's true." 

I nodded my head in a decidedly pensive manner, then 
used the pull tab to crack open on the beer in my hand. The 
pleasant pop of the can opening filled my ears. 

“Good thing we got the futon, huh?" 

I asked Sayu, taking a sip of the beer. 

"Yeah. I think I'll sleep great tonight." 

"That's good." 

"Mr. Yoshida," 

Sayu locked eyes with me. 

"Let's sleep together." 

"PFFT!" 


I was fully prepared for her to say ‘thanks’, but this 
unexpected solicitation nearly had me choking on my drink. 

I clamped my mouth shut, narrowly avoiding spraying 
beer everywhere. 

"KAFF!" 

I gulped down the mouthful, then begin coughing 
violently. 

"A-are you okay?" 

"YOu..." 

I point a finger at Sayu. 

"I told you, if you play those games again, I'm kicking 
you out. Weren't you listening??" 

The corners of her mouth turned up in a self-satisfied 
smirk in response, as if to say ‘just as planned’. 

"I didn't say anything about doing any dirty stuff." 

"Whah?... Oh, yeah, I guess you didn't." 

“You're obviously the only one here who thinks sleeping 
with a high school girl must mean sex, Mr. Yoshida." 

"I told you I'm not into that, dumbass." 

"Oh? I wonder if that's true." 

Sayu snickered to herself amusedly, then goes back to 
idly flailing around on her new futon. 

I kept watching her from the corner of my eye, then 


lifted the beer can to my lips once more. Perhaps it was just 


my imagination, but this beer seemed to taste better than it 
did when I was drinking alone. 

"So? Are we sleeping together?" 

Sayu stopped rolling around and cast a glance in my 
direction. 

"No way. I'm sleeping in my bed." 

"Are ya scared?" 

"I just don't sleep when it's all cramped." 

She stuck out her chin and pouted at me mockingly in 
response. She looked up at me unassumingly. 

"But I'm real soft, you know. Don't you want to use me 
as a body pillow?" 

She pointed to her body to make it clear what she's 
referring to. 

I snort derisively. 

"I'll really throw you out, y'know." 

"I'm just kidding!" 

Watching Sayu's shoulders bounce with laughter 
reminded me of how she had been early that day. 

The anxious expression that was on her face showed 
just how unaccustomed she was to an adult's kindness 
being thrust upon her. As soon as she'd got anxious, her 
attitude had become more reserved, and her voice quieter. 


The memory of it made me feel kind of empty. 


"Hey, kid." 

I called out to her, after taking another swig. 

This time, Sayu only turned her eyes toward me. 

“You're a lot cuter when you smile." 

She stared at me blankly for a moment, and her cheeks 
soon flushed with color slightly. 

"What? Are you hitting on me?" 

“Huh? I've told you, you're not my type." 

Sayu made some snide remarks, before turning her 
back to me. 

She was blushing. I knew it. 

I can say this many times, but I didn't like it when this 
girl had the upper hand in the conversation. Chuckling to 
myself, I gulped down the last of the drink. 

Still, this kid really did look better with a smile on her 
face. 

I really meant that, more than anything else. 

A girl who's all smiles and full of attitude just seems so 
much cuter than one who's constricted by anxiety. 

But regardless, I'm not into underage brats. 

I headed to the fridge with the empty can still in hand. 

I opened the door, and took out a fresh one. 

"Still drinking?" 


"I'm off tomorrow as well, so it's fine!" 


I cracked the tab on the cold beer as I responded to 
Sayu's interrogation. 

And then, another vague thought came to my mind. 

Having someone in the house to talk to wasn't as bad 


as I thought it was going to be. 





Chapter 5: Pork Cutlet With Curry 


Ever since Sayu had turned up, the living environment 
in my home had visibly changed. 

For starters, she always had food ready for me before I 
left for work in the morning and after I got home from 
work. Until now, I'd always been pretty haphazard about 
cooking for myself. If the mood really struck me, I'd just 
look up some recipe on my phone and make something. 
Otherwise, I'd buy whatever I felt like at the convenience 
store. I skipped breakfast most days, too. 

The fact that Sayu was doing the laundry for me every 
day made a particularly large impact. Before she came 
along, I'd spent my weekends reluctantly catching up on it. 
My white dress shirts for work were far too troublesome to 
wash and iron on weekdays, so much so that I bought two 
extras as back-ups, on top of the five I needed for the week. 
Now, however, the laundry was done nearly every day, and 
my shirts were even ironed. I never thought that not having 
to do my own laundry would be so pleasant. 

Things at home had changed to such an extent that I 
could even see the effects of those changes in the way I 


was at work. 


Now I was eating breakfast in the morning; I felt 
surprisingly sharp from the very beginning of the workday, 
and I could maintain my focus until lunchtime without 
feeling the crippling assault of hunger that I normally 
would have. Plus, on an entirely emotional level, wearing a 
clean, unwrinkled work shirt made me feel much more 
presentable. 

I wondered if this was how guys with wives felt on 
workdays... 

I pondered on this thought as I typed. 

“What kind of feelings are you talking about?" 

Hashimoto suddenly commented, his eyes staying glued 
to his monitor. 

"Huh? What's up?" 

I answered him back, and he snickered as he side-eyed 
me. 

“What? You didn't notice? You just muttered something 
about 'guys with wives' out loud." 

"Uh, oh? Did I?" 

Hashimoto's shoulders bobbed with laughter as I 
slapped a hand over my mouth in panic. 

“Must be nice for you to have someone at home doing 


all the cleaning for you every day." 


His remark told me he knew exactly what I was 
thinking, and he shrugged his shoulders. 

"To be honest, I don't really remember how hard the 
housework was when I was living on my own." 

“That's because you're the 'danger past, God forgotten' 
type." 

"You're probably right. Well, in your case, Yoshida, 
you'd better keep doing a bit for yourself. That girl's not 
gonna Stay there helping ya forever, after all." 

Hashimoto's wasn't wrong, but _ his _ slightly 
condescending tone bothered me a little. 

"Hey! It's not like you know your wife's gonna stay with 
you forever, either." 

I retaliated in desperation, but Hashimoto simply 
grinned and waved it off. 

"Nah. We'll probably be together 'til one of us dies." 

"Is that right..." 

I knew Hashimoto was a devoted husband on the 
whole, but I had no idea how to respond to this level of 
boasting. 

"Anyway, She does a great job at doing the housework 
for you..." 

Hashimoto lowered his voice as he told me, his fingers 


still tapping away on the keyboard in front of him. 


He was the only person in the workplace who knew 
what had happened since Sayu had come to live with me. I 
hadn't even told anyone but Hashimoto that she was at my 
place. There wasn't really anyone else I could tell. 

"She's done all I've asked and more." 

"I assumed she'd be pretty wild since she was a 
runaway, but I guess she takes her responsibilities 
seriously." 

I nodded my head repeatedly in response to 
Hashimoto's words. 

To be completely honest, Sayu was a hundred times 
more diligent with the housework than I'd expected her to 
be. For the first few days she was there, I was sure she was 
just putting on her strongest performance. That turned out 
to be far from the case. Ever since she'd taken over the 
housework, she'd continued to work just as hard every 
single day without fail. To tell the truth, she didn't fit the 
image of a runaway. 

As my admiration for her work grew, I could feel my 
initial impression of her start to fade more and more. She 
still didn't have the kind of looks that I would go for, but 
hey, at least her attitude was getting there. She could 


manage a household, and she was friendly. It really made 


me wonder why she'd run away from home and wound up 
at mine. I couldn't for the life of me come up with a reason. 

“You're frowning." 

Hashimoto said, making me jump. 

“You started making a face all of a sudden. You got me 
wotried." 

"Oh, uh... Sorry." 

I fumbled for the right thing to say, and Hashimoto 
snorted, then pointed his chin toward the clock on the wall. 

“Wanna go eat?" 

I looked over at the clock and noticed that it was 
already 1:00pm. That was around the time that everyone 
would start filtering out for lunch. 

"Oh yeah... I'm just finishing writing this line, so it's 
perfect timing. Let's go." 

I punched in some code as I spoke. Once I'd saved the 
file, I made a back-up and put the computer in sleep mode. 

I turned to look at Hashimoto, who also seemed to have 
wrapped up his work and was throwing on a jacket. We 
gave each other a small nod and got up from our chairs. 

"I'm off to lunch." 

Hashimoto announced half-heartedly. Our nearby 
colleagues responded with 'enjoy', showing a similar lack of 


enthusiasm. 


I let everyone know that I was going out for lunch as 
well, and as I did, my eyes met Goto's, who was seated a 
short distance away. 

"Oh." 

Goto let out a small chirp, then hurriedly jolted out of 
her chair. 

"I'm off to lunch, too!" 

Goto grabbed her wallet and got up, and I left the 
office, a little taken aback by her unusual behavior. She was 
normally a bit late in taking her lunch break, but maybe 
she was hungrier than usual today. 

“Wanna eat out today? Or should we head to the 
cafeteria?" 

"I'm not really craving anything in particular. Let's do 
the cafeteria." 

Hashimoto nodded at my reply, giving me an 
exaggerated salute. 

I heard the clacking sound of heels coming up behind 
us. Somehow, as I listened to it, I could feel the footsteps 
increasing their pace as if someone was trying to catch up 
with us. I turned around, wondering what was happening. 
There was Goto's face, much closer to me than I'd 
expected, making me jump back instinctively. 

"Whoa, Ms. Goto!" 


“What do you mean, 'whoa'?!" 

Goto giggled at my reaction and brushed her hair to the 
side. 

"You're going to lunch, right?" 

"Well, yeah." 

“Mind if I come along?" 

"Uh..." 

I couldn't bring myself to answer right away, and my 
mouth flapped opened and shut as I glance in Hashimoto's 
direction, searching for a savior. He didn't even try to stifle 
a laugh and slapped me on the back. 

"Why would we mind?! We're just eating at the work 
cafeteria, though. Is that okay with you?" 

Hashimoto's words were warm and inviting, and earned 
a joyful smile from Goto, who nodded her head in approval. 

"Of course!" 

"Alright, let's get a move on... Hey, Yoshida, you awake 
there?" 

"Yy-yeah..." 

My face clearly gave away how dumbfounded this 
sudden development had left me, and Hashimoto slapped 
me on the back again. 


",..It's a chance for you two to talk." 


He spoke quietly enough so that only I could hear, and I 
gave a Slight nod in response. 

Ever since Goto had rejected me, I hadn't had so much 
as a simple conversation with her. Hashimoto was giving 
me that opportunity. 

I steeled my resolve and headed for the cafeteria. 

oK 

"I never saw you as someone who'd eat such a big pile 

of food..." 





Hashimoto gave a wry grin to Goto as she set her tray 
of pork cutlet curry on the table, to which she playfully 
tilted her head. 

"But this isn't what I usually get. I'm really hungry 
today." 

",.you usually have a tiny little salad from the 
convenience store." 

My quiet interjection brought an uninhibited grin to 
Hashimoto's face. 

“Whoa, Yoshida. You must be watching her eat a lot." 

"I-it's just really noticeable when someone only eats 
salads every day! Most of the gals in the office will at least 
eat some rice balls if they're worried about their weight." 

“Hee-hee, so you watch everyone's meals, then." 

VEThy 2" 

Their remarks made me feel as if I'd done something 
unbecoming. I could feel my face getting hot. 

Embarrassed, I slurped on my bowl of Chinese noodles 
mindlessly, as if it were out of habit. They tasted cheap, but 
that was to be expected for the price. It was hard to explain 
why, but I kind of liked how cheap they tasted. The 
intentionally strong ‘soy sauce soup' flavor spread 
throughout my mouth as I slowly chewed on my food. 


"Hey..." 


Having happily stuffed her cheeks with a mouthful of 
curry-soaked pork cutlet, Goto cast a glance my way and 
began to speak. 

“You've been going home on the dot lately, Yoshida." 

She made this statement in a sing-song manner, but it 
still startled me slightly. My mind began racing with a 
mixture of some joy that she noticed I'd been leaving on 
time, some guilt for the reason why I'd been leaving, and a 
number of other feelings, too. 

"Well, that's because, uh, I've been doing pretty well 
recently... I get my work done no problem, so I can get out 
the door right away." 

I pulled my eyes away from hers as I replied. Goto let 
out a small giggle. 

“You used to stick around and help others finish when 
you got your work done on time. And you'd end up staying 
until late at night." 

"Ack... How do you even know that?" 

She was right. I did do that. To tell the truth, I prided 
myself on being able to handle my daily workload with no 
problem. However, the amount of work that each member 
involved in the project had varied considerably depending 
on their technological skills. That's why I always went out 


of my way to help coworkers who looked busier than I was. 


The reason I hadn't been doing so recently was, without 
a doubt, because I had a high school girl living with me. 

I couldn't do anything about my work, but even when I 
was at my job, I was still gripped by a sense of obligation 
for this other person—a minor, for that matter—who was 
living in my home. I kept getting the feeling that I should 
‘hurry back and see how she was doing’. It was this reason 
alone that had me finishing my work as fast as possible, 
checking how my coworkers were progressing with the 
project, and then clocking out on time. 

However, for a number of reasons, it surprised me that 
Goto had been taking so much notice of what time I was 
leaving work. Well, she was my superior. She had to pay 
attention not only to me, but to how a fair number of other 
members of staff were getting on at work. Still, the thought 
that she'd given me so much consideration gave me a slight 
tingly feeling deep down. 

"I kinda just noticed that you were leaving early." 

Goto remarked, stuffing more curry into her mouth. 
She licked up a little curry left on her lips with her tongue 
in a somewhat coquettish way, and I averted my gaze. I 
noticed Hashimoto smirking slightly out of the corner of my 


eye. What the hell was he smiling at? 


"I guess it would be concerning, me taking off while the 
boss and everyone else is still working." 

At this, she blinked blankly, then made a big smile. 

"That's not what I mean at all. Making it out of the 
office in good time is a clear sign that you can do the work 
that the company needs." 

Goto's praise set my heart soaring. Compliments from 
my higher-ups never failed to make me happy, and hearing 
the woman of my dreams giving me such a straight-forward 
acknowledgement felt especially good. That was why her 
next question—the one I should have been watching out for 
the most—caught me off guard. 

"It's the reason why you're heading home early that has 
me curious... Are you seeing someone?" 

I choked on my noodles. I managed to stop myself from 
spitting them out entirely and began to chew furiously. 
After I'd swallowed the mouthful, I took a deep breath. 

"Why would I be seeing someone?! Didn't I just..." 

',.make a move on you,' I was almost about to say, but I 
realized how loud I was being and kept my mouth shut. I 
noticed our coworkers at the table next to us giving the 
side-eye, so I stopped and cleared my throat. 

"You just... What?" 


A subtle smile and a cocked head are all that met my 
exclamation. She was clearly trying to tease me. 

“Please, just let it go..." 

Next to me, Hashimoto shrugged with laughter as he 
let out a forced chortle at my pleas. 

"If you're not seeing someone, why are you rushing 
home?" 

Her cross-examination had me lost for words. 

The last thing I could tell Goto was that I was putting 
up a runaway schoolgirl. 

The thought alone was absurd enough. 

Even so, it was hard for me to explain why a bachelor 
with no hobbies like myself wanted to be home without 
giving it all away. 

",..1-I've been sleeping longer." 

These words flew out of my mouth in desperation. 

"I've been trying to get a lot more sleep lately." 

"Hmm... Sleep, huh?" 

Goto's nod didn't give a clear indication as to whether 
or not she believed my lie. 

"I've been pretty exhausted at work... I've been worried 
it's affecting my productivity, so I figured I'd try fixing it." 

I was stumbling over my words as I came to this stilted 


conclusion when at last, Hashimoto, unable to sit and 


watch me suffer for another minute, offered me a lifeline. 

"Well, you look healthier, and you seem to be getting 
along better with your work. I guess it's been doing some 
good, then?" 

It was at times like this that Hashimoto was the most 
dependable. He used his relaxed way of speaking to 
naturally lead the conversation exactly where I wanted it to 
go. It was a skill that I would never be able to replicate. 

Ms. Goto made a small gesture at Hashimoto's words, 
then stared at me. 

"He's not wrong. You do look healthier and a lot 
Sharper, too. Your shirts are perfectly ironed and 
everything." 

"You're even checking the wrinkles in my shirt... That's 
a little embarrassing." 

"Don't worry. I've never passed anyone up for a 
promotion over a wrinkled shirt!" 

Goto cracked a joke, and I forced a smile. 

It did surprise me that she'd gone as far as inspecting 
my shirt. It was hard to imagine that I was the only one she 
was watching that closely, but on the other hand, paying 
that much attention to every single one of her subordinates 
sounded like quite a challenge. Once again, I was in awe of 


her display of managerial prowess. 


"I'm early to bed, early to rise, so now I have time to 
iron my shirts in the morning." 

I was a terrible liar, but I was still relieved to be able to 
speak to her in a relatively natural way. In reality, I'd barely 
ever taken care of my own housework, and what I'd just 
told her was a blatant lie. I was worried that I wouldn't be 
able to maintain eye contact with Goto, but she kept her 
eyes firmly on her curry anyway and didn't even spare me a 
glance. I got lucky. 

"That makes sense. Well, I can appreciate that, at 
least." 

She flashed another smile, nodded and took another 
mouthful of her food. 

I struggled to hold back the sigh of relief that 
desperately wanted to escape my lungs. I was really awful 
at keeping secrets. The excessive talking I did to cover for 
myself always left me breathless. 

As hard as that was, I couldn't afford to tell anyone else 
the truth about my situation. It wasn't a topic that would 
end on my terms, so I had no choice but to keep this level 
of discretion. 

"It just surprised me to see my junior, who'd been 


working in the same way for five years, suddenly change 


the way he did things! I don't really have an ulterior 
motive, so don't mind me." 

Goto murmured, trying to reassure me as she brought 
another bite of curry to her mouth. It was as if she'd sensed 
the doubts I'd had earlier and was responding to them. It 
was only then that I realized that she'd already eaten half 
of her curry. I, on the other hand, had barely even picked 
up my chopsticks, and my noodles had started to get soggy. 
Flustered, I was about to begin eating, when a thought 
sprung to mind. 

She ate salad for lunch every day. How could she 
suddenly have developed such a big appetite that she could 
wolf down pork cutlet with curry, just because she was a 
little hungrier than usual? 

There was a time when I wanted to focus on my work 
through my lunch break, so I wasn't eating enough, but I 
only got hunger pains for the first few days. I'm not sure 
when my stomach shrunk to accommodate this habit, but 
once I'd got used to it, this became my new normal. In fact, 
I could remember how sick it used to make me when I 
rushed my food. 

Well, after that, Hashimoto chided me for not eating 
enough, so I increased my daily intake bit by bit until I was 


able to eat a regular-sized lunch again. 


This perspective left me with some questions about 
Goto's appetite. 

If she only ate salads for lunch, she must have been 
holding back this entire time. 

As I pondered on the subject and slurped my noodles, I 
sensed someone looking right at me. I looked up, and there 
was Goto, staring at me straight in the eyes. 

Startled, I flinch and quickly divert my gaze. 

"“Wh-what is it...2" 

I asked pathetically and look right back down at the 
Chinese noodle bowl in front of me. Goto let out a long 
breath through her nose and laughed. 

“Nothing. You just looked like you were worrying about 
someone." 

I looked back up at her. Our eyes locked once more, 
and she cocked her head, giving me a mischievous smile. 

"Bullseye?" 

"Uh, nah..." 

I felt my face burning up. 

Why did she always have to make me feel so 
uncomfortable, looking at the things I didn't want her to? 

“You must have found someone, right, Yoshida?" 

"Huh?" 


A foolish sputter of sound is all I could offer in response 
to Goto's sudden question. 

“Going by the serious face you were making just now, it 
must be someone suuuper special, right?" 

"No, that's not..." 

I couldn't tell her the truth that I was just thinking 
about her, so I kept my mouth shut. Goto glanced at her 
wrist watch and suddenly jerked in surprise. 

"Oh no! I took an early lunch so I could make it to the 
meeting scheduled right after!" 

With that, she hurriedly shoved the rest of her curry in 
her mouth, stood up, and waved to us as she rushed off. 

"Sorry to run off like this. Let's talk again soon!" 

"Uh, sure." 

“Have a good break!" 

I watched Goto as she bustled her way out of the 
cafeteria, after which I let out a small sigh. 

The whole ordeal felt incredibly exhausting. 

"It's finally over..." 

Still sitting beside me, Hashimoto chortled mockingly 
and patted me on the shoulder. 

“You do realize she just wanted to talk to you, right, 
Yoshida?" 


"Don't be an idiot. Why would she go out of her way to 
talk to the guy she just shot down?" 

“Maybe because you're the only one who's stressing 
about it?" 

He laughed like only an uninvolved party could, then 
put his chopsticks down on his tray. 

"Ms. Goto seemed to have a lot of fun just now, and she 
only talked to you for the most part." 

Now that I thought about it, it occurred to me that he 
was right. She did only ever speak to me. Hashimoto was 
only involved in the conversation when he interjected. 

"If you ask me, I'd say you might still have a chance." 

"Stupid. How could I?" 

I lived my life without any great expectations, and even 
less so for someone who'd already rejected me. 

I brushed off Hashimoto's assertion, but he continued 
to smile gently at me. 

"Y'know my wife said no to me five times, right?" 

"I know that, but... You're special." 

"Telling me I'm special doesn't make you any more so, 
Yoshida." 

Words failed me once more. 


It wasn't like anything I could say would help, anyway. 


"Yoshida." 

Hashimoto patted me on the shoulder again. 

“Getting shot down is where the fight starts." 

“You talk too much, y'know that...?" 

I started to have some regrets about ever having told 
him about my heartbreak. Still, I'd needed someone to hear 
me out after that date, and Hashimoto was the only person 
I could tell. In that sense, I didn't have much choice. 

"Alright, let's grab a smoke and get back to it." 

I froze at this suggestion. 

"IT thought you quit smoking?" 

"I did quit, but after hearing you so dejected, I thought 
I'd do you a favor by going with you." 

He reached for his suit pocket and pulled out a candy 
cigarette. I couldn't stop myself from bursting out laughing. 

"Jackass..." 

"It's better than smoking alone, yeah?" 

",..1 guess. Let's go." 

We got up from our seats and headed over to the 
smoking room, which was on the same floor. 

It's not like I enjoyed being teased by him, but through 
it all, I feel pretty lucky to have a helpful friend like 


Hashimoto around, even if he did make me suffer for it. 


Chapter 6: Beard 


"Mr. Yoshida, your beard." 

I'd just reached for my first bite of breakfast when Sayu 
suddenly pointed to my chin. 

"Yeah?" 

"Is it really okay for you not to shave it?" 

I broke the yolk of the fried egg Sayu had made for me 
with my chopsticks as I responded to her. 

"It's fine today. It's a hassle, anyway." 

"Oh, I see." 

She took a loud sip of her miso soup. 

"Mr. Yoshida. Is there some special reason you have 
days when you shave to go out and days when you don't?" 

“Nah. I just shave when it gets too long." 

"So today's a 'not so long' day then." 

She snickered and poked a fried sausage with 
chopsticks. 

Now a bit self-conscious, I run my fingers over my chin. 
It made a scratching sound and left me with somewhat stiff, 
somewhat sharp sensation in my fingers. 

“Hmm. Maybe I should shave." 

“Well, which is it?" 


I stirred the broken yolk into the white of the egg, then 
shoved the mix into my mouth. 

"It's hard to say. I feel like I've turned into an old man." 

Sayu cocks her head in reply. 

"Why?" 

“Because of the beard." 

“Because you've grown it out?" 

"No, not that." 

I cram a bite of white rice into my mouth and mutter 
aloud. I chew the rice thoroughly before swallowing it 
down. 

"When I'd just turned 20, I'd shave my beard the 
moment I noticed it a bit of stubble. I made sure there 
wasn't a bit of hair left on my face." 

And now, this is how I handled it. 

As long as it didn't look too untidy, I didn't mind letting 
it grow out a little. 

"A 'beard' tends to be a signifier of age, but this seems 
different somehow." 

I sipped on my miso soup. It's delicious, like it always is 
when Sayu makes it. 

"Maybe you feel like an old man because shaving it is 'a 


hassle' now." 


“Haha. But some young people find it a hassle too, don't 
they?" 

"Still, they do it anyway. They tell themselves it's a 
hassle, and they shave it. The years and the shamelessness 
make people shave less." 

“Maybe that's what it is." 

I'd been nibbling on my breakfast as we spoke, but 
Sayu had already cleared her plate. 

She put her hands together to give thanks for the meal, 
looking unusually elegant. 

“You'd better finish up quick, or you're gonna be late." 

"Right, right." 

I nodded, picked up the rest of the egg with my 
chopsticks, and scooped it all into my mouth. The mellow 
umami flavor of the half-cooked yolk and the soy sauce 
blended together in my mouth. It tasted like pure bliss. 

Ever since Sayu had moved in, I'd come to love having 
breakfast in the morning. 

I finished every last bit of rice, as well as the side 
dishes, and sipped down the last drop of miso soup with a 
slurp. 

“Thanks for the meal." 


"Not a problem." 


Sayu was sitting across from me, watching me finish 
the meal with a wide grin. 

"I'll do the dishes. Go ahead and brush your teeth, Mr. 
Yoshida." 

"Alright. Thanks." 

I got up and headed to the bathroom to do what she'd 
told me to. 

"Oh, hey!" 

Her voice called out to me from behind. 

"Hm?" 

"Mr. Yoshida..." 

She looked over at me, as she carried on stacking the 
dishes on the table. 

"I think you should stay clean-shaven. The beard 
doesn't look good on you." 

“That's none of your business." 

"Pfft!" 

Sayu's shoulders bobbed as she laughed, seemingly 
amused by my statement. 

I scratched my back and made my way into the 
bathroom once more. 

The expression of my reflection in the mirror looked 


vaguely tired. 


I remembered how, when I first moved into this house, I 
always used to tell myself encouraging mottos in the 
mirror. I used to shave and wash my face. That morning 
bathroom ritual got me fired up for the day. 

"Hmm." 

I murmured to myself as I picked up my electric razor. 

"Jeez, I really am an old man." 

I whispered as I turned it on. 

oK 

"Mishima... You again? Seriously, how many times is 
this?" 

"Oh! Good morning, Yoshida-sempai!" 

"Forget 'good morning’. Apologize first." 

"Oh, I'm sorry, I'm sorry!" 

I could already feel veins popping from my forehead, 
and it was only morning. 

“You haven't read the instruction manual, have you? 
Have you?" 

"I did! I read it, but..." 

"You didn't read it thoroughly enough. That's why you 
screwed up!" 

I raised my voice and noticed Goto, who was sitting 
many seats away from us, glancing in our direction. 


I tensed up and cleared my throat before continuing. 


"I'm reeeally sorry." 

The person sitting in her seat and bowing her head to 
me in a carefree manner was my subordinate, Mishima 
Yuzuha. 

She'd only joined the company this year, and I took care 
of her as my direct subordinate. She was very susceptible 
to forgetfulness. There were no shortage of people in the 
office with bad memories, but her ineptitude somehow 
surpassed all the others. 

One thing about her that pissed me off the most was 
her attitude. No matter how much I scolded her, she'd 
awkwardly laugh it off without so much of a hint of 
remorse. It was like she thought she could afford to make 
mistakes because she was new. 

"Um..." 

Mishima looked up at me timidly. 

“What was so bad about it?" 

I let out a sigh. 

I guess we'd start from there. 

"For starters, you used the wrong language." 

"But I only know one language." 

"If you don't know it, then learn it! I gave you a 
reference book!" 

"I didn't have time to go through it. Heh-heh..." 


That was the face. I could tell from her smile that she 
was lying. 

The face that pissed me off most. 

"It's fine. I'll take care of it. I'll give you a different task, 
so go do that instead." 

It'd be pointless for me to draw out this squabble any 
longer. 

This job would get done quicker if I just did it myself. 

"I'm really sorry." 

"If you really mean that, then study a little to make up 
for it." 

“Heh-heh. I'll do my best." 

Mishima gave me a broad smile and a nod. 

I click my tongue and turn on my heel as I leave. 

"Uh, Yoshida-sempai?" 

"Yeah?" 

I turned back to see Mishima wearing a carefree smile 
on her face, as if she'd already forgotten the anger and 
trouble she'd just caused, and she started to speak. 

"You look a lot cooler clean-shaven." 

My mind went blank for a moment. 

I put my hand to my chin. I'd just shaved that morning, 
so it still felt skin-smooth. 


I suddenly felt a swell of ridiculousness come over me. 


“Don't worry about my beard, worry about your screw- 
ups!" 

"Heh-heh. My bad!" 

I briskly marched back to my desk and flopped back 
into my chair. 

“Rough morning, huh?" 

From the desk next to mine Hashimoto smirked. 

"She's really something else. I wish you'd just take her." 

“No thanks, I'm good." 

Hashimoto snickered again as he typed noisily on his 
keyboard. 

Since morning I was spending time reprimanding the 
new recruit, and now I had to do both mine and Mishima's 
work. 

I pressed the power button on my computer. 

I noticed my faint reflection in the still-black monitor. 

",... really must look bad with a beard, huh?" 

I said softly to myself, but I heard Hashimoto sputter 
with laughter in response. 

“What are you laughing at...?" 

"Nothing." 

Hashimoto's eyeline shifted away from his computer to 
stare directly at me. 


"You've only just realized?" 


"Asshole!" 
I guess the beard really didn't suit me after all. 
I'll start shaving daily starting tomorrow, I thought to 


myself. This old man had made up his mind. 
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